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THE RESPECTABLE MUCKRAKE? 



5TAT 


Old Peace Corps execs never die; one of them 
just founded The Washington Monthly magazine 


Dy iDoHciEd Siaitsh 

"WELL, TRY to find out who he is and call him back. 
jHe sounds like some kind of tycoon.” 

<y Charles Peters, editor of The Washington Monthly 
^ magazine, replaced the telephone on its hook and 
somewhere in the maze of tiny fifth-floor offices at 
1150 Connecticut Ave. NW a secretary must have 




full-time staff members and by carefully chosen free- 
lancers, including New Yorker magazine writers Rich- 
ard Rovcrc and Calvin Trillin, 

“It amounted to kind of an in-depth magazine on 
the Peace Corps," Peters says. “Over the years many 
who knew of this operation said it should extend to 


hauled down a copy of "Who’s Who” and began trying other branches of government. So often when tilings 
to figure out the identity of whoever it was that called go wrong the top guy is the last to hear about it; arm by 


earner 


ed 


liiv 


while Peters was out. Evidently he had sound- 
e a potential backer. 

Peters is a pudgy, 42-year-old ex-Peace Corps exec- 
utive with salt-and-pcpper gray hair cut about the 
same length, and style as found on an ancient 
Grecian bust. His magazine, a cross between 
Atlantv 


tnc 


alls magazine, a 
: Monthly, the New Republic and Ram- 


then it’s too late to help.” 

Peters had been tossing around possibilities of ex- 
panding his work for some time, and early in. the 
spring of 1987 he settled on the idea of a magazine. 
That May he served notice with Jack Vaughn, Shriv- 
..f’s successor, that he was planning to leave wil'ain a 


war. 


D. 


> _ _ lo enlisted financial support from John 

oarts, will make itsTifth appearance on newsstands I Rockefeller IV and soon afterwards fiom jOSLph 
next month. If Peters can straighten out his difficulties ; Crowley, president of the ^ New Haven lermma , 
with his assorted writers and artists, the Monthly j to add to his own bankroll, 
might make it through the first year, that dangerous . 
time for new magazines. 


the 


silent his evenings 


same time ho was lining up capital, Peters 
ud weekends contacting writers 


U 



ami Peters. K. wears a rep tie, loosened slightly at the 
,-k of an ode.- bit won-ciown shirt, wash-and-wear 
trousers and buckskin shoes. The objects on die desk 
include volumes of Huck Finn and Don Quixote, ■ 
v.vtich were presents from Peace Corps colleagues, and 
rxmerback conks of The Federalist, Edmund Burke ' 


York Review of Books. Another source of advice was 
Timothy J. Adams, a former San Francisco newspaper 
reporter who was director of the Peace Corps program 
in Thailand. When Peters left the Corps he took 
Adams with him as managing editor. 

The office opened on May 1 in an atmosphere of 
national crisis, produced partly by the rioting in toe 
‘ ’ ' mneral sense of desperation 


and The Columbia Desk Encyclopedia. There is also 

an empty Lily coffee cup and a wrinkled pack of True . c m eS and partly by the general sense 
iblue) cigarettes, which he chain-smokes., During an ovcr t ] ie Vietnam war. During the months that fol-. 
interview be re., out and bummed two Winstons, lowed Peters met nightly with small groups of selected 

Mcsr of IT v:s present troubles stem from the fact : government officials: mostly bright, mostly under 35 
thru he is not a professional journalist— at least he End mostly remnants of the Kennedy era. Over paper 


founded the Monthly. Pie was born in 
W ioa, V/. Va„ received an M.A. in English from 
„:nbia University, and began his career writing 


cups of beer and sherry they brainstormed the unsatis- 
factory tides of American society and how best to stein 


. „ _ them. Peters is still .working on story ideas that grew 

urtising copy for the J. Walter Thompson agency in uut () f t h ese meetings, which were suspended in the 
r. ..w York. He left to cam a law degree from tire foil j A order to get out the first issue by last January. 
University of Virginia and then returned to Charles- j 'p’nc cover o'f the first issue shows a dramatic pnoto- 
ton, where he operated a private law practice for three g ra ph of a convoluted American flag, parts of it spar* 
vears until 1980 when ho ran for the state legislature. 

In addition to his own campaign in Kanawha County 
he managed the presidential campaign of John F. Ken- 
nedy there. Both candidates won. After one session in 
the legislature, Fete, ielt the call of the New Frontier. 

He crane to Washington in 1061 to join the office of 
the general emmsel of the newly created Peace Corps. 

Later in the same year. Peace Corps director Sar- 
tc r.t Siiriver appointed Peters to head his new office of 
evaluation, a confidential reporting service which was 
to make first-hand examinations of Corps overseas 
projects and me confidential, critical reports with the 
Up echelon of the agency. The reports were written by 


graph of a convoluted American flag, parts c 
kling under studio lights and parts hidden in Stygian 
shadows. The table of contents flourished such jour- 
nalistic big-names as Murray Kcmpton, the former 
columnist of the New York Post; David S. Lnouor, 
Washington Post political writer; Russell Baker, New 
York Times columnist; Newsday publisher Bill Moyers 
and Hugh Sicley, chief of the Time Magazine Wo m- 
ington bureau. The writing reflected the elements of 
the magazine’s founding: inlellectualism and a feeling 
that society was crumbling from sheer neglect. Peters 
editorial credo, which appeared on tire back cover, 
i stated in part: “lire American system is in trouble. It’s 
not responding well .enough or fast enough to our 
critical national problems.’* ' 

' So far the Monthly has zeroed in on the President, 
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IV.vo Corns -so UA, lobbyists, ia&n\ management, slick mix of heavy and light 
'•vnuncrais the d.-nlacon, and the daily press. Al- headline types and a crisp text 
the m a .'a /km has an obvious liberal bias, it is typo, resigned last month over 
, .ot radical. IU diminutive size, seven by ten inches, a disagreement with Peters on 
was chosen to su.-vest a scholarly oullook-it approxi- the use of illustrative art. (Ex- 
... los U'o si/c of Titcra: vend political academic jour- ■ cept lor tne covers, tire small 
In "inncling his material, i’oters applies much the - photograph of the mayor of 


In a slorv dealing with urban transportation, Peters 1 some as masse*. In a toe 
had his writer concentrate not on the Department of when tne Saturday Evening 
w«! 5 i inn hut on hwtev lobbyists. If the story Post, old and established, and 


Tmnsnorlalion, but on highway lobbyists. If the story • Post, old and estab isned, ana 
turned up nothing sensational, it was a sardonically ’ Reports, new ancl flamboy- 
eulcrtaiig examination of a powerful special interest ; ant, arc heading the hst of fad- 
oronn. (Sample; ‘The financing of the Highway Pro- ; » n g and failed magazines, the 
1,-yam was a classic raid on die Treasury. In the annals fact d,a. x ctcrs is gambling on 
Sf lobbying, the highwaymen who executed this coup ! f = Monbdy suggests on the 
deserve' to be listed alongside those Chinese contrac- . face of it that he is op.n to too 
tors who convinced the Chin emperors to build the ‘ ^dolm^on Shat has a 

U Tn addition to professional journalists, the magazine 1 £ he fee5jn 2 nmong many 
1 .. . 1 ■ who have come into contact 

uses original sources mc^n^miaa.mmua^mvd v.rit Monthly seems to be 

,-.s who are vnvsontiy involved. m government, jan*,. . „ . _ ., , 


cH.cnns; Views 01 tes * ress iswmuaii7 6 UBS ‘J uu ‘ « 

“ P'« s “i d vmamM. ui >w C&a**M* . seems to ^ 0 „j o yi„e himself 

reaucracy keeps a ccmscaiu eye on one or leters ^ , 

favorite targets Peters says the magazine has y # 

_ met with unexpected success, 

when measured against his 
original goals. With 20,000 
subscribers, enlisted in two di- 
rect mail campaigns aimed es-- 
pecially toward businessmen, 
politicians and political sci- • 

ence professors, and from 
newspaper and magazine ads, 

he is already halfway along - 

toward his subscription target 
for the first year; and his 
newsstand target was met on 
the first issue, which sold al- 
most S.CCO, He says he is satis- 
fied with the advertising he 
has picked up; this June issue 
will include three major 
firms— Random House, Amer- 
ican Telephone & Telegraph 
and Polaroid. ' 

“We anticipated four years ' 

to break even," says Peters. 

“Mow it looks like a year and a 
half or so.” 

Along the v/ay Peters has 
met with some setbacks. Some 
writers complain of a lack of 
professionalism in the way Fe- 
vers handles them. Stories are 
assigned, turned in and then 
sent hack for major revisions, 
sometimes two or three times. 

At lease one writer is now talk- 


ing about a law suit over the 


handlin 


Gelberg, the art director who 
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